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THE BIBLICAL DOCTRINE OF ATONEMENT 
VII. ATONEMENT IN THE TEACHING OF JESUS {Continued) 



ERNEST D. BURTON 
The University of Chicago 



So far 1 we have drawn our evidence concerning the teaching of 
Jesus from the Synoptic Gospels only. Were there any marked 
difference between this report of Jesus' teaching and that which 
appears in the Fourth Gospel it would be necessary to inquire which 
of them is to be accepted as giving the more accurate account of 
Jesus' thought. We are released from this necessity by the fact 
that the difference between the two records, so far as concerns our 
present subject, is mainly one of form rather than of substance. 
The Fourth Gospel is undoubtedly much more affected in the pres- 
entation of Jesus' teaching by a desire to adapt it to the needs of 
the readers of the book than is the case with the Synoptic Gospels. 
In accordance with this general tendency the doctrine of sin is pre- 
sented in a much more abstract form than in the Synoptic Gospels. 
Instead of sins, concrete deeds, such as fornication, theft, dishonor- 
ing of parents, and the like, this gospel speaks of sin, of which the 
center and heart is rejection of truth, pre-eminently manifest in the 
rejection of Jesus, who is the Truth and the Sent of God. But 
fundamentally the doctrine is the same that is contained in the 
Synoptic Gospels, only adapted in form of presentation to a more 
philosophical type of mind than that for which the Synoptic Gospels 
were written. 

As respects temple sacrifice, there is even less difference between 
John and the synoptists. The attitude of Jesus is entirely the same 
and the form of presentation differs but little. Here as there Jesus 
distinctly recognizes the temporariness and intrinsic valuelessness of 
sacrifice. They that worship God must worship him in spirit and in 
truth, and neither Jerusalem nor Gerizim are to abide as places 
specially devoted to and suitable for worship. 

' See Biblical World for June, 1908, pp. 420 ff. 
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As concerns the conditions of forgiveness, the situation is much 
the same as in respect to sin. The doctrine is fundamentally the 
same, but the form of presentation widely different. But in this 
case the form is so different and so related to the teaching concerning 
the death of Jesus that we must pause for a little fuller consideration 
of it. 

The central thought of Jesus as it is given to us in the Fourth 
Gospel is expressed in the word "life" (10: 10 ; 5:40; 17:3). Denned 
in the broadest sense, in which the word is used in this gospel, life is 
the existence of a moral being according to the true ideal of such 
existence. Of life thus broadly denned God is the original possessor 
and ultimate source: "The Father hath life in himself." Other 
moral beings possess life through participation in the life of God, 
i.e., through fellowship with him. "This is life eternal to know 
thee, the only true God and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent." 
Life in this sense is something more than existence. It does not 
come by birth or heredity. "That which is born of the flesh is 
flesh; that which is born of the Spirit is spirit," and without 
such birth from the Spirit one cannot enter the kingdom of God. 
Moreover, sin separates men from God and creates the need of a new 
moral force to give true life. The slave of sin has no abiding place 
in the Father's house, does not live in fellowship with him. It is 
this universal need that gives occasion to the mission of Jesus. "I 
am come that they may have life." "As the Father hath life in 
himself even so hath he given to the Son to have life in himself." 
This life it is his mission to impart to others. The water that he 
gives is a fountain of life springing up unto eternal life. He is the 
bread of life, and he that eats his flesh and drinks his blood, even he 
that believes on him, has eternal life. To believe on Jesus is to 
accept him as the Christ, the representative of God, one with him in 
thought and in action; it is to accept his leadership and to enter 
into the divine way of living by entering into Jesus' way of living. 
It is to form a moral partnership with Jesus and thus, because he 
truly represents God, to come into fellowship with God. But even 
this statement, effective for practical purposes as it is, calls still for 
a definition of this life in moral terms. What is the central principle 
of that life which is reproduced in us through our fellowship with 
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Jesus ? The answer is twofold, though the principle is really simple 
and single. The controlling principle of the life of the Son is to do 
the Father's will. And the Father's will is that the Son shall give 
his life for men. Obedience to the Father's will, service to men : these 
are the two sides of the one controlling principle. To live thus is to 
fulfil the ideal of moral life; this is to be at one with God. 

The problem of atonement is therefore the problem of producing 
such life in men who now by reason of sin are out of harmony with 
God, in darkness and death. As in the synoptic version of Jesus' 
teaching therefore, the problem is an ethical one, and the conditions 
are moral; not arbitrary or artificial but such as the very nature of 
the end to be achieved demands. 

What then has the death of Jesus to do with atonement, with the 
bringing of men into fellowship with God? The passages may be 
considered more briefly than in the Synoptic Gospels. 

As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of 
man be lifted up: that whosoever believeth may in him have eternal life (John 
3: x 4, IS)- 

I am the living bread which came down out of heaven: if any man eat of 
this bread, he shall live for ever: yea, and the bread which I will give is my 
flesh, for the life of the world (John 6:51). 

I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd layeth down his life for the 

sheep and I lay down my life for the sheep Therefore, doth the 

Father love me, because I lay down my life, that I may take it again 

No one taketh it away from me, but I lay it down of myself. I have power to 
lay it down, and I have power to take it again (John 10:11, 15, 17, 18). 

Verily, verily, I say unto you, Except a grain of wheat fall into the earth and 
•die, it abideth by itself alone; but if it die, it beareth much fruit. He that loveth 
Ms life loseth it; and he that hateth his life in this world shall keep it unto life 
eternal. If any man serve me, let him follow me; and where I am, there shall 
also my servant be; if any man serve me, him will the Father honor. Now is 
my soul troubled; and what shall I say? Father, save me from this hour. But 
for this cause came I unto this hour. Father, glorify thy name. There came 
therefore a voice out of heaven, saying, I have both glorified it and will glorify 
it again (John 12:24-28). 

And I, if I be lifted up from the earth will draw all men unto myself (John 
12:32). 

Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his 
friends (John 15 : 13). 
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Taken together, and in their several contexts, these passages testify 
to the following as elements of Jesus' thought about his death: (a) It 
is a necessity of his mission and his Father's will for him. Except 
a grain of wheat fall into the ground and die it abideth alone. But 
if it die it bringeth forth much fruit, (b) In itself death was abhorrent 
to him. He shrank from it, and went forward to it not with exulta- 
tion, but under the propulsion of his resolute purpose to do his 
Father's will. For this purpose had he come to that hour, (c) He 
laid down his life, voluntarily, out of love to his fellow-men. Of 
that love his death was the supremest possible expression. Like a 
good shepherd he gave his life on behalf of the sheep, (d) In this 
act of love he was the object of God's approving love. "Therefore 
doth my Father love me because I lay down my life for the sheep." 
(e) The principle under which Jesus acted in giving his life for others 
is one that applies also to all who follow him. (/) Through his death, 
wherein he reveals most completely the principles of his own life, he 
will exert upon men a powerful attractive influence, winning them to 
a life like his own. 

If now we ask for a more specific definition of the way in which 
his death was to effect the end for which he died, how by dying he 
effected deliverance for men, and like seed cast into the ground 
brought forth much fruit, the answer must be suggested mainly by 
John 6:51 and 12:24-32. There is indeed a question whether in 
the former passages Jesus is speaking expressly of his death. Cer- 
tainly this is not the pre-eminent thought suggested by the passage. 
Neither before nor afterward in that discourse does he mention his 
death; nor does the language of vs. 51 unambiguously refer to death. 
The case stands much as with Mark 10 : 30 ; death is probably involved 
in Jesus' thought as a corollary of that which he has chiefly in mind, 
a necessary consequence for him of that devotion to the welfare of 
others of which he is expressly speaking but not itself the subject of 
discourse. What then does he mean by giving his flesh for the 
benefit of (virep) the world ? Literal reference to his body the dis- 
course itself repudiates as coarse and absurd (vs. 63). To eat his 
flesh and drink his blood is to enter into fellowship with him through 
faith in him, through the acceptance of his teaching and the par- 
taking of his spirit. The words " I will give my flesh, " then, can 
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refer only to an act which promotes faith in him and the reception 
of his spirit. In so far as death is involved it is in this aspect, as a 
revelatory act wherein his spirit is manifested and men are led 
into true spiritual fellowship with him. As in the Synoptic Gospels, 
so here death is the culminating act in his revelation of the spirit of 
self-sacrifice, the supreme act of self-devotion to the good of others, 
a devotion which men must share with him if they would be his 
disciples. It is involved in his mission because only through death 
can he fully accomplish his work, and adequately express his own 
self-devotion. 

If there be any doubt respecting the intention of Jesus to intimate 
the application to his death of the moral principle which this 
passage teaches, there can be none in the case of i2:24ff. Here 
Jesus clearly speaks of his death, clearly characterizes it as 
a necessary means to the achievement of his mission, and dis- 
tinctly indicates that the principle by which he was governed 
must govern the disciples also. He is to be as seed cast into 
the ground from which shall spring up an abundant harvest of 
lives like his own. To draw back from death is to fail of the end of 
his life, because he should abide alone. It is only a change in form 
of speech, not in thought, when in vs. 32 Jesus affirms that if he be 
lifted up from the earth he will draw all men unto him. Self- 
sacrifice for the good of the world makes universal and powerful 
appeal to the latent nobility that is in all men. 

If then we compare the teaching of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels 
with that in John, we find that they are in substantial agreement. 
Two elements of Jesus' thought about his death stand out distinctly 
in both: (1) His death is the result of two factors: the sin of the 
world, and his own loyal adherence to the principle of self-devotion 
to the interests of others; and (2) this principle is the true principle 
for all moral beings; all are bound to accept and obey it. What he 
did others ought to do. In so far as we fail to do it we fail to be 
truly his disciples. For it is not too much to say that Jesus did 
nothing, suffered nothing, that he did not ask his followers to do 
and suffer in principle, and, if occasion require, in fact. His own 
life and death are in all respects the exemplification of principles 
which he maintained to be applicable to all men and which he desired 



24 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

and expected his disciples to exemplify in their lives. He gave his 
life a sacrifice for sin in no sense in which he did not ask that we 
also give our lives in sacrifice. 

To live in accordance with this principle is to obtain the divine 
approval. To live otherwise is to incur God's displeasure. Atonement 
is accomplished when men, abandoning their unloving way of life, 
turn with repentance to Jesus' way of life; forgiving as he forgave, 
loving as he loved. Apart from such repentance there is no forgive- 
ness. 

The supreme significance of the death of Jesus as of his life is in 
its revelation of the will of God, and consequently of the ideal of 
life. It is redemptive for those who accept the truth thus revealed. 
Men are reconciled to God when, accepting the revelation made in 
the life and death of Jesus, they enter into the fellowship of his death 
and become partakers of his life. This it is to eat his flesh and drink 
his blood. Thus he ransoms them from sin. Thus he brings them 
into covenant relation with God. 



